God’s Blueprint for the Home #9

“The Challenge of a Godly Father”

1 Thessalonians 2:10-12

Today is Father’s Day, the day we recognize and appreciate our fathers for what they provide for our lives.  I use that verb “provide” intentionally, because that is what most people first think of when considering the role of the father—financial or material provision.  Of course, true fatherhood involves much more than that, as we will see this morning.


Unfortunately, fatherhood is not automatic in our culture.  An article about runaways points out that the largest segment of missing Americans in the home is not teenagers but fathers—an estimated 1.75 million who have left their responsibilities to their families.  Even this disturbing statistic does not tell the whole story, however, as Michael A. Vayda (my pastor while I was growing up) pointed out,

There are many fathers today who are runaways without ever leaving the home…. It is possible for a professing Christian father to be a runaway, even though he may be home five evenings a week and every weekend.


Fatherhood includes more than the physical siring of children and even the material provision for them.  God’s Word has much to say about true fatherhood and the responsibilities entailed.


A few weeks ago, on Mother’s Day, we considered a text from 1 Thessalonians chapter two in which the apostle Paul compares his ministry to the care and concern of a mother to her children.  This morning I would like to return to that same chapter, for Paul moves from the image of a mother to the image of a father in 1 Thessalonians 2:10-12,

You are witnesses, and so is God, of how holy, righteous and blameless we were among you who believed. For you know that we dealt with each of you as a father deals with his own children, encouraging, comforting and urging you to live lives worthy of God, who calls you into his kingdom and glory.

Unlike the unique image of a mother from the previous paragraph, this picture Paul uses of a spiritual father is a recurring one in the New Testament.  Paul wrote to the Corinthians, “Even though you have ten thousand guardians in Christ, you do not have many fathers, for in Christ Jesus I became your father through the gospel” (1Co 4:15).  He referred to Timothy as “my true son in the faith” (1Ti 1:2).  Even though Scripture does not record that Paul had any children biologically, he became a father figure to those he led to Christ.  From this passage I would like to consider the challenge of a godly father, particularly in three areas alluded to by the apostle, though I will take them in reverse order.

In His Practical Exhortation


First of all, a godly father impacts his children in his practical exhortation.  The word “exhortation” is often related to preaching, and can be translated “challenge” or “urge.”  I believe this primarily has to do with what a father says to his children.


The Bible repeatedly charges fathers with the instruction of the children.  Most people in our age think of teaching as the primary responsibility of the mother, to the point that many fathers have abrogated this duty altogether.  But consider the following texts from the book of Proverbs:

· Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction and do not forsake your mother’s teaching (Prov 1:8).

· Listen, my sons, to a father’s instruction; pay attention and gain understanding.  I give you sound learning, so do not forsake my teaching.  When I was a boy in my father’s house, still tender, and an only child of my mother, he taught me and said, “Lay hold of my words with all your heart; keep my commands and you will live” (Prov 4:1-4).

· My son, keep your father’s commands and do not forsake your mother’s teaching (Prov 6:20).

· A wise son heeds his father’s instruction, but a mocker does not listen to rebuke (Prov 13:1).

· Listen to your father, who gave you life, and do not despise your mother when she is old (Prov 23:22).

In order for a child to listen to his father’s instruction, the father must be speaking it.  Yet too many fathers today have little interaction with their children—an average of minutes or even seconds per day!  A godly father provides practical exhortation.

Such instruction needs to be individual for each child, as Warren Wiersbe writes,

Paul dealt with each of the believers personally. As busy as he was, Paul still had time for personal counseling with the members of the assembly. While it is good for church leaders to address the larger group, spending time with people on a one-to-one basis is also needed. Our Lord was never too busy to speak to individuals, even though He preached to great multitudes. To be sure, this is difficult and demanding work. But it is rewarding work that glorifies God.

In His Positive Encouragement

Secondly, a godly father provides for his children in his positive encouragement.  In dealing with the verbs Paul uses in verse 12, scholars have difficulty differentiating them, for they are so closely related.  One commentator notes, 

Exhortation leads one to do a thing willingly; consolation, to do it joyfully. Even in the former term, “exhorted,” the Greek includes the additional idea of comforting and advocating one’s cause: “encouragingly exhorted.”

Sometimes “exhortation” can carry the connotation of being negative and heavy, but Paul is using the term here in a positive sense.  We need more of this in our homes, as Dan Benson points out in his book The Total Man, that for one posi​tive statement made in the homes that were surveyed, there were ten negatives—ten to one!
  The words “encourage” and “comfort” are both constructive terms, though the second term takes the thought one step further:

Paul also comforted them. This word carries the same idea of “exhortation,” with the emphasis on activity. Paul not only made them feel better, but he made them want to do better. A father must not pamper a child; rather, he must encourage the child to go right back and try over again. Christian encouragement must not become an anesthesia that puts us to sleep. It must be a stimulant that awakens us to do better.


Many fathers can be tough with their children—especially their boys—in an effort to make them tough.  I believe there is a difference between being realistic and being rough as a parent.  We can teach and train our children without being negative and rough.  As John MacArthur warns,

It is possible for a parent to correct a child in a way that tears down rather than builds up. In Ephesians Paul warns: “﻿Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger; but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord﻿” (﻿Eph. 6:4﻿). In the name of discipline, even Christian discipline, children can be provoked and abused in ways that leave permanent scars. They are often put down with criticism and punishment but seldom lifted up with admonition and encouragement.

David Jeremiah adds, “The church needs to be a place where we can be built up and not beat up.”
  The same could be said of the home!

Allow me, if you will, to share a case in point from my own experience.  When I was in grade school, I had a collection of G. I. Joes and their accessories. As I remember there were seven of them, named Joe, Jim, Jay, Jake, Jack, John, and George.  (As you can see, I have been afflicted with alliteration since childhood!)  Anyway, after making up various adventures with my G. I. Joes, I would sit down and write little stories about them.  When my father came home from work, I excitedly showed him my feeble attempts at authorship.

He could have glanced at them quickly and said, “That’s nice.”  Or he could have looked at them and said, “You call that writing?  I can find fifty things wrong with this!”  But instead, he sat down with me and showed me how to make the stories better.  I probably learned more about writing from my father than any teacher or professor I ever had in school.  


Contrast that with this story of a well-meaning but misguided father:

A little fella was sitting at the kitchen table, trying to draw a pony. (If you’ve ever tried to draw a pony, you know how difficult it is, especially if you’re not an artist.) To make matters worse, his dad, standing near, was blessed with artistic skill. He found himself biting his lip as he watched his son struggle to make the legs look like legs, to put the ears in just the right places, and make it all look pro​portionate. The kid just about wore the eraser down to zip as he reworked his drawing. Finally, the father could restrain himself no longer. In a moment of impatience, he grabbed the paper, flipped it over, and drew a beautiful young colt, running at full gallop. He included some shading, even added a few leafy trees in the background, then pushed the paper across the table and said, “Here, Son, here’s your pony.”
The boy looked down, frowned, and said rather dejectedly, “But, Daddy, I wanted a pony I drew.”


Positive encouragement can be a fine balance between discouragement and just doing it for them.  But it can be done, and when it is, the child benefits greatly.

In His Personal Example

Finally, a godly father provides in his personal example.  Paul writes in verse ten, “You are witnesses, and so is God, of how holy, righteous and blameless we were among you who believed.”  Paul lived what he believed and taught.  As one commentary puts it, “If the best sermon is a holy life, Paul was a great preacher.”
 

Without a good example, a parent’s teaching cannot be effective. A spiritual father must set the example for his spiritual children, as Paul was careful to do. With confidence, but without bragging, he could say, “be imitators of me” (1Co 4:16; 11:1) He not only could say, “﻿Do as I say,﻿” but also, “﻿Do as I do.﻿” The Greek term is equivalent to our word mimic (﻿cf.﻿ ﻿Matt. 23:3﻿).
 


This is not always the case, though, even in Christian homes.  Listen to this simple little illustration from John Lawrence in his book Down to Earth:
One day when Junior was fourteen, he noticed his father wearing a happy grin as he came home from the office. “Got a ticket for speeding, but Jake down at the city hall got the ticket fixed for me,” said the dad. 

When Junior was fifteen, he was with his mother in the family car and she backed into a tree. The damage would exceed a hundred dollars. “We’ll say someone ran into us when we were parked downtown,” she said. “That way we’ll collect insurance for it.” 

When the boy was sixteen, he listened to his Grandfather reminiscing about the good ol’ days of rationing when he made a hundred thousand dollars selling black market cars. 

That same night Uncle John was bragging that on a good share of his business he sent no bills and took no checks—just cash. “Why be a sucker and let all those punks in the Internal Revenue Service get all my money?” he asked. 

When Junior turned eighteen, his family pulled every possible string to get him a paid scholarship at a coveted Ivy League school. They even lied about the family income to make it seem like their son needed financial aid. When he had a rough time scholastically, an upper classman sold him the answers to the calculus examination. Junior was caught and expelled. When he returned home, his mother, humiliated, burst into hysterical weeping over the disgrace that he had caused the family. “How could you have done this to us?” she sobbed. “That isn’t the way we raised you!”
 

How important is our personal example to our children?  What do you think makes the greatest impact? Dads, can we say in the words of 1 Corinthians 11:1, “Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ”?  Perhaps we need to pray the words of the song that a father prays concerning his son, “I want to be just like You, ‘cause he wants to be like me.”

Like it or not, our children are watching, and they are following.  The question is not whether they are following, but where we are leading them.  As Swindoll points out,

Each day of our lives we make deposits into the memory banks of our children. By remembering that, I find I am more likely to work on the qualities that build a lasting relationship between my children and me.


What are those qualities that build a lasting relationship?  This morning we have considered three: practical exhortation, positive encouragement, and personal example.  May these three characteristics of a godly father challenge us in our relationships with our children.


For those who do not have children of their own, let this message challenge you to be a spiritual father to younger believers.  Many young people do not have a godly father in their homes; step up and be a spiritual “foster parent” to these souls.
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